One practical, low cost technique was developed by the National School Public Relations Association. Called the building level workshop, this program involves everyone w0<king in a school building . The stall meets for anywhere from 90 minutes to three hours and identifies the various school audiences. In groups of four to six, statf members select an audience: students, colleagues, parents, tax· payers without children in school, etc. They, then, list as many ways as practical to communicate effectively with their chosen audience.
Each table leader reports the group's best ideas to the ent ire staff. After the meeting the ideas are typed and reproduced for all who attended the meeting. This ap· proach involves all s taff in su·ggestlng ways they can do a better job of public relations. It clearly points out that the responsibility belongs to everyone and that public relations is, indeed, significan tly more than a series of news releases and newsletters.
2. Make a commitment at the top to implement a solid public relations program. Too lrequently top level ad· ministrators fail to commit time and resources to public relations. They, on the other hand, point to problems that occur because of a poor 0< almost non-existent public relations program. In most instanC<ls this lack of com· mitment occurs because administrators have had very lit· lie practical training in school public relations. As a result many gloss over such responsibilities. Yet if the leader· ship does not clearly communicate to its staff that public relations is a priority, the s taff can be hardly expected to treat ii as one.
Here are some specific first s teps a school leader can take to establish an o n·going public re lations program.
a. Have a written board policy adopted to com· municate that public relations efforts will be an integral part of the districrs o peration . Sample policies can be ob· tained from the National School Public Relations Association, the National School Boards Association, or from your state school board association. Here is one you might consider. II comes from an article on school board public relations policies.
A Sample Policy
To illustrate how the recommended state· ments might be used by officials in a school district in the development of a PR policy, the following model has been consiructed. The Board of Education of the Oakpark Public School System believes that the public must have confidence in its sc hools and that mutual trust between community and school is essen· tial. Community attitudes and expec tations are, therefore, important for boards and ad· ministrators to know, for support is achieved through effective IWO·way communication systems between school and community. Citizen participation imparts direction and meaning to the school program and keeping the press (media) Informed enhances school· community relations, as an informed staff is a productive one. An open school climate is con· ducive to effective administrative, statf, student and parent relationships, and open board meetings further enhance good school· press (media) relations. Given these values, the Oakpark Board sets the following goals to be achieved:
1. To establish a two·way communication system between the school and its various public s (a) to interpret board and ad· minlstrative action. (b) to eliminate rumor and misunderstanding, and (c) to develop a good working relationship with the media; 2. To disseminate information lo certificated and noncertificated personnel; 3. To provide in·service in school public relations to teachers, administrators and board members; 4. To interpret th e school's curriculum, along with its budget, to the school's pub I ics; and 5. To report s tudent achievement to parents and the public. To accomplish these goals, the Oakpark School Board authorizes the employment of a full·tlme school public relations director, whose responsibility is to see that the school distric t's public relations activities are carried out by both the central office and individual schools. in which school principals are charged with the responsibility of carrying out their own PR activities with the aid of the sc hool public relations director. To assis t the school publ ic relations director, a school public relations committee will be created by the board. This committee will con· sis l of board members. administrators, staff, s tudents and parents. This committee, under the direction of the school public relations director, will develop strategies to attain distrlcl·wlde school public relations goals and specific procedures for an ongoing assess· ment of the school district's public relations program. The school public relations director reports d irectly to the superintendent of schools.' b. Insist that all administrators and supervisors be evaluated yearly on their public relations undertakings. If each management person is expected to establish goals and objectives, in sis I that an area of public relations be in· eluded as one of the goals. This will communicate that the distric t Is getting serious about public relations.
c. Devote at least five minutes to public relatlon s at every cabinet or staff meeting. Ask a different ad· ministrator to share a flve·mlnute report on a public relations idea that's working. A one·page handout ex· plain ing the Idea should be distributed to all who attend. This lets all know that public relations is a continuing el· fort.
d. Lead by ex.ample. Keep employees informed; praise those who do something special; use language that's free of jargon and generally let people know that this is a district that is doing a good job and is getting bet· ter. If It's not, all the public relations efforts in the world won' t help.
e. Make better communications the system' s theme for the year. Start with a motivating keynote speech on the public relations role of every employee. This topic cuts across all disciplines and all job levels . It appeals to custodians as well as secretaries. Why? Because all play a vital role In how their schools are perceived . 14 f. Sell the board and community on the need to com· mil resources to public relations. Although some public relations strategies and techniques can be implemented at almost no cost, others will requ ire money. When ad· m:nistrators look at the three biggest crises they encountered in the previous year, they can usually trace two of them to a communications breakdown. Usually the breakdowns caused education to suffer.
For years many administrators and boards hid the costs of public relations efforts in the budget. However, it' s time to get serious about public relations. In an era that promises challenges to public schools via tax credits or vouchers, much more mus) be done to Improve the quali ty and image of public schools. Solid com· munications and public relations efforts wlll help ac· complish that goal.
With a tight budget, it's always difficult to add money for a new commitment. Therefore, It's sound practice to involve the students, staff. and community in a study of communications and public relations needs and efforts. An advisory committee and a survey will enable school of· ficials to know the thinking and recommendations of the community regarding the public relations need. Respond· Ing to communi ty needs, the board can then more easily commit funds for public relations.
Once the community sees the benefits of a district' s public relations commitment, It will generally support th is budget item. In 1979, the Bensalem, Pennsylvania School Board announced it was abolishing the full ·time public relations position. At tne next board meeting more than 400 taxpayers waving dollar bills protested the decision.
They explained that they didn' t mind paying less than a dollar per taxpayer (for the PR budget) to be informed about the $14 million school budget. Representatives of the taxpayers' group, the senior citizens, and other organizations that saw the benefits of a socially respon· sible public relations program spoke for the program. It was reestablished.
Aller a commitment is made to establish the position, one of the first steps should be to determine the position title and description. Although public relations is gaining more acceptance in the corporate sector, many taxpayers still think of public relations as a deodorant used to cover up a bad smell caused by a problem. If your community believes that pub I ic relations is, indeed, the practice of social responsibility by the schools, use the term "public relations" in the title. If not, consider communications director or some other title. Information services director is too one·way oriented. Communi ty relations director leaves out the staff, a key audience.The title should com· municate that the person holds a responsible position in the district and is not merely a news release writer and a newsletter preparer. Many districts are call ing the person, "administrative assistant to the superintendent."
The job description should evolve from the study that determined the need for the position. Excellent samples are available from the National School Public Relations Association and the National School Boards Association.
The person should report directly to the superin· tendent if the job is to be done right. Although this may bother other management team members, the com· munications person must enfoy the confidence of the chief executive in every facet of the school's operation. Clearly, the staff position carries no line power.
Educational Considerations
Picking_ the Right Person The most important decision regarding the program centers on selecting the proper person for the job. Here are some practical tips:
• Be sure that you are comfortable with the person and that other staff members-from top aide to custo· dian-are comfortable, too. Tt\is person will be represent· ing the schools in a variety of ways. Solid j udgment and a pleasant personality are important. This is not to be con· fused with the back-slapping, glad·hander that many will perceive as phony. . • Be certain that the person writes very well in a style that non·educators will understand. A person with a master's degree in English may write excellent poetry but could be a disaster when asked to prepare news releases. Give the finalists for the job a writing test, and ask someone who knows journalistic style lo evaluate the writing.
• Be comfortable with the person's ability to represent the district with the media and with school groups. Often this person will be called on to handle controversial Issues. Will you trust the person's judgment? (Of course it's unfair to expect this trust relationship to build overnight, but during the interview and when checking references, pursue the judgment factor.)
•Ask to see samples of the person's publication ability. Undoubtedly the job will entail preparing newslet· ters, announcements, programs, brochures, etc. All things being equal, you might as well hire someone who is good at layout and design.
•Feel that the person understands administration. If the candidate does not understand how administrators work, the adjustment period could be prolonged. Gaining the acceptance of other staff members will be the major challenge facing the PA person. Do you feel this person can do it?
• Choose an idea person. In the interview, did he or she suggest ideas that might work for you? It makes sense to pick someone who will bring practical ideas to the position.
•Select someone capable of implementing two-way commun ications techniques that will involve the com· munity in the schools and will let management know the community pulse. This will help avoid those surprises that often shorten a superintendent's tenure.
•Consider on ly candidates who communicate that they get the job done. Some candidates will want hours that run from 8:30 to 4:30. This just won't work for this position.
•Consider using the placement services of the National School Public Relations Association and of the three colleges that prepare students to assume school public relations responsibilities. (A list is given later.)
Some Sources That Will Help
During the past 10 years many sources have been developed to help school officials start or improve a public relations program. These include books, tapes, and other audio visual materials along with increased leadership from s tate and national organizations.
Among the books that can help are:
• 
